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    Introduction




    John Croaker (1788–1824) was an English-born bank clerk, whose life spans two cultures, three continents, and both sides of the law. As he was only 36 when he died, there is a special need to justify his importance. This introduction explains what he did, why it matters, and the wider benefits of studying his career.




    Croaker was born in Canterbury, Kent, in humble circumstances, the second oldest of seven children. His father, who was illiterate all his life, worked for John Abbott, a gentleman brewer in the parish of St Dunstan’s. No details are known of Croaker’s education, but he was apprenticed to a banker at Ramsgate in 1808. Three years later he married Susannah Kidder Kemp, the orphaned daughter of a Canterbury corn chandler. In the same year (1811), Croaker became principal clerk to John Sackett, who ran the Isle of Thanet Bank in Margate. Soon afterwards Abbott was embroiled in a scandal over adulterated beer and Croaker saw the reputation of his father and his patron suddenly ruined. It is possible that Croaker himself was involved in the brewery’s creative book-keeping and the episode unhinged him: soon, he was cheating in the bank’s ledgers. After detection, he absconded on his own to Calais, early in 1815, with some stolen assets. Against a promise from Sackett that all would be quietly arranged if the money were surrendered, he returned to Margate. To Croaker’s chagrin, the agreement was dishonoured. Having forfeited his wife’s property as well as his own to repay the deficit, he was arrested and imprisoned. In a poorly-conducted trial at Dover Sessions in October 1815, he was convicted of embezzling the proceeds of a bill of exchange. Croaker was sent to a hulk at Sheerness, awaiting transportation for fourteen years. His appeal to the Prince Regent via the Secretary of State, on the grounds of Sackett’s reneged agreement, was rejected. Susannah was given leave to join him in the colony with their two young children, but it is uncertain who paid their fare.




    In October 1816 the Croakers arrived in New South Wales in different ships. Granted an immediate ticket of leave by Governor Macquarie, Croaker was employed as a clerk in the justiciary, perhaps as a result of Susannah’s negotiations with the new judge advocate with whom, by good chance, she had travelled out from England. Croaker also established himself as a dealer in commodities. His arrival coincided with the foundation of the Bank of New South Wales and Croaker set up their book-keeping procedures according to the system of double entry. There are good reasons for believing that he introduced this system to the colony as a whole. He went on to help the directors with their book-keeping difficulties in later years, but never held an official post in the bank, nor had an account there. Late in 1817 Croaker applied for a conditional pardon, which the governor granted.




    Collaborating with brewers, Croaker probably established one of the colony’s first malthouses. He began to incur minor debts which were settled by distraint on his goods, following a court order. When his position in the judge advocate’s office became untenable, as a result of the law-suits, Croaker moved to the police office as principal clerk. Susannah, meanwhile, had established a small private school, and Croaker himself was initially successful in dealing. Domestic circumstances reflected their joint achievements: Croaker had a government servant, Susannah employed a maid, and the family lived in pleasant surroundings. Three more children were born in the space of five years. From 1820, however, Croaker’s fortunes declined rapidly. An inquiry into the colony’s affairs, a change of governor and regulatory moves favouring spirits rather than beer, left him deprived of a salaried job, backing the wrong product and irretrievably in debt. He tried to move into the spirits trade, but was unsuccessful.




    Granted a free pardon by Macquarie (one of the governor’s last indulgences), Croaker left New South Wales for England in 1823. He was probably accompanied by his eldest son and, it seems, intended to reestablish his business and solvency by renewing old acquaintances in East Kent. What happened thereafter is largely a matter for speculation, but he was never seen again in England or New South Wales. His son survived him, and Croaker’s widow went on to even greater respectability in the colony, marrying the man who succeeded her husband as clerk in the police office.




    From this brief calendar of events emerges Croaker’s chief importance: he introduced double entry book-keeping to the Bank of New South Wales, the prime mover of economic growth in the colony. But history does not erect statues to heroes of accounting procedures, and some wider values must be found in Croaker’s life and times. They are not difficult to discover. Throughout his career he generates a succession of interesting issues which test and probe the parameters of knowledge and challenge perceived views. Most episodes in Croaker’s life offer the opportunity to use him as a window on the economic, judicial and social conditions of his age, both in England and New South Wales.




    Book-keeping aside, there are four main areas in which Croaker is historically useful.




    Banking




    As Croaker’s father was uneducated, the normal perception, based on Victorian commentators, that bank clerks were recruited from the middle classes, is immediately challenged. Croaker’s advancement is testimony to the powers of patronage, in this instance of his father’s employer, and to the unique circumstances in East Kent where small banks proliferated. With one eye on London and the other on the continent, these firms formed a cabal. It will be seen that bankers were not so much rivals as inter-dependent, linking arms to drag back on his feet any member who stumbled. If Croaker is believed—and his argument is strong—the behaviour of his employer did not meet an acceptable standard for the principal of a bank. But the cabal stayed strong and although Sackett suspended payment on his notes, neither his personal estate nor his customers were seriously embarrassed.




    Once he was in New South Wales, Croaker’s familiarity with banking was put to good use. The charter of the Bank of New South Wales is examined in this book as if through his eyes, and its provisions compared with banking in England. As the only man in the colony who had ever been entrusted with the day-to-day running of an English banking-house, Croaker was able to influence procedures as well as book-keeping. He had no first-hand knowledge of joint-stock companies, but the bank’s promoters had little knowledge of local banking, and the Bank of New South Wales was a hybrid of the two. We argue that he was a vital, albeit small, component in the bank’s conception. There is a suggestion, based on new evidence introduced here, that the banking experience of J. T. Campbell, traditionally credited with expertise in the bank’s accounting systems, has been over-rated—in which case the reliance on Croaker would have been so much greater. Thereafter, the bittersweet relationship between Croaker and the bank is a key to his downfall. The Bank of New South Wales apparently did not do enough to help him.




    The book attempts to break new ground with an analysis of documentary credit, again with Croaker’s activities as the focus. His trial gives an opportunity to review procedures relating to the bill of exchange in England. Having arrived in the colony Croaker found himself at an advantage. He was able to understand better than most people the potential for the use (and abuse) not only of bills of exchange but of promissory notes, the colony’s main medium of credit. He was the first man with a ticket of leave to test the directors’ attitude towards discounting. Through his activities it can be seen to what extent the economy of New South Wales was sui generis. The colony floated like a leaking vessel, its sides patched with paper credit. As dealers and merchants drew, assigned, re-assigned, and discounted their bills and promissory notes, the balance of debt between any two parties was impossible to control. Croaker’s career is a measure of the immaturity of the economy, exposing its worst practices and explaining how, why, and to what extent, credit was at the centre of commercial activity. This is an economic analysis of the colony from a new angle.




    Brewing




    The scandal which overtook the Canterbury brewery shaped Croaker’s career as deeply as his experience in banking. There was nothing new in the practice of adulterating beer, by the introduction of chemicals and narcotics, but for Abbott the timing was dreadful. It was bad enough that he was a magistrate, but the accusation coincided with a power struggle between the Excise Office and the Lords of the Treasury. In the House of Commons, it was alleged that Abbott (who had been fined £500) was dealt with too leniently because of the influence of those, including the Dean of Canterbury Cathedral, who wrote letters in his support. Croaker’s father was named in the House as the employee who handled the base ingredients, and the incident spawned a vindictive pamphlet against Abbott himself. The case for Croaker’s own involvement, as accountant, is found arguable, although he was never openly accused of complicity. We discuss the effects of the case on Croaker’s parents, who continued to live and work in the parish of St Dunstan’s.




    In New South Wales Croaker’s theoretical knowledge of brewing, and more especially of malting (his brother-in-law was a Canterbury maltster) encouraged him to join with two of the colony’s brewers to produce a more palatable product, based on Kentish hops and perhaps a better strain of barley. There is little doubt that the enterprise he established at Upper Pitt Street, Sydney, advanced the art of malting. Indeed, it seems that he, in conjunction with Nathaniel Lawrence and Thomas Middleton, built the colony’s first malthouse on a commercial scale. The brewers’ losing fight against the lawful introduction of distilleries is seen against the thrust and despair of Croaker’s endeavours, as he tried and failed to stay abreast of the changes. There is also an insight into the colony’s agricultural practices, in relation to the growing of hops and barley, and into the unscrupulous acquisition of land.




    Law




    Croaker’s trial was no show-piece for British justice, although widely reported. The alleged offence (embezzlement under the Act of 1799) appears to have been a specimen charge, but no evidence was brought before the court to substantiate other previous indictments. The case against him rested, in essence, on whether or not Sackett had authorised him to have two accommodation bills discounted to strengthen the bank’s account with its London agents. There can be no doubt that Croaker misappropriated some of the proceeds, but there is a ring of truth about his defence—that Sackett was an absentee principal, obsessed with speculation in the national debt, and had promised that misdemeanours would be forgiven as long as the money was returned. The trial judge, Kenrick, appeared to accept Croaker’s argument that an oral undertaking had been broken, notwithstanding Croaker’s guilt under the criminal law and the impropriety of such an agreement (on the part of Sackett) in the first place.




    When the verdict was announced, there was confusion. Kenrick’s initial sentence on Croaker was only seven years transportation, but he appears to have corrected it to fourteen after at least one reporter had left the court-room. This embarrassment had an unfortunate consequence at the appeal stage. When Kenrick was asked by Lord Sidmouth, the Home Secretary, for his views, he had no wish to be reminded of this mishandled case. In a rambling, barely-legible letter to Lord Sidmouth, Kenrick dismissed Croaker’s argument out of hand, referring to a conviction under ‘the Bankers Act’, ‘specific robbery’, and similar puzzling assertions. By happy contrast, the decision to allow Susannah and her children to join her husband in New South Wales, although shrouded in mystery, points to British justice being ultimately fairer in equity than in law.




    While a clerk to the judge advocate in New South Wales, Croaker experienced the colony’s unique brand of civil justice. He was increasingly sued by his debtors, at first with a clinical detachment from any concern for his own liquidity. The social disgrace attaching to debt in England was absent. The owed and the owing continued to do business with each other, and litigation was no barrier to good relations. With ready money being scarce, it was normal for a debtor to ignore a court order for payment and let the provost marshal distrain on personal goods for whatever he could find. This is a new perception of the colony’s legal procedures. Croaker’s case also demonstrates that there was one rule for the educated and worldly, and another for the illiterate and inept. While the latter could end up in a debtor’s gaol, a man of Croaker’s ability was too useful in the colony to be locked away. Once his creditors had realised all they could reasonably expect, they did not press him to penury. In short, the fate of the debtor seemed to depend not on the basic distinction between a free settler and a convict, but on his potential to destabilise an economy likened in this book to a house of cards.




    Social values




    In England the system of patronage allowed Croaker to break out from his humble beginnings and aspire to a middle-class profession. The upbringing of Susannah is equally of interest, illustrating a commercial hierarchy in the closely-regulated city of Canterbury and the importance of family connections when young children were left without parents. In the context of New South Wales, aspects of status become especially interesting. Croaker was to benefit from the colony’s unique system which allowed, and indeed expected, literate convicts to play a part in the civil administration. He is also a prime example, in his work for the bank, of a prisoner being picked for his expertise in the profession which had led to his downfall. In this way Croaker illustrates the far-sighted, if controversial, confidence of Macquarie in individuals whose careers might have been wrecked by misfortune, rather than by innate wickedness. The wholly contrary opinion of free settlers—‘once a thief, always a thief’—can be seen coming into play. It is interesting to contrast Croaker’s status with that of his wife. She arrived in the colony with no stain on her character (although, according to one report circulating in England, she had intended to join her husband in Calais), and was entitled to pursue a career which added to, rather than relied upon, her husband’s prestige.




    A backdrop to all these events is provided by the inquiry of Commissioner Bigge, ordered by the Secretary of State to investigate and report upon the colony’s way of life and the success, or otherwise, of Macquarie’s liberal stance. Although no animosity is recorded between Bigge and Croaker, the commissioner contributed to the latter’s downfall. Croaker was at the heart of Bigge’s rejection of a system which allowed officials of the colonial administration to have commercial pursuits which impinged on their proper duties with a possible clash of interests.




    While ‘convict biography’ is a well-established medium, arising automatically from the study of most figures of importance in the early history of New South Wales, the present work seeks to approach the genre from a new angle. It develops a middle ground between, on the one hand, strictly autobiographical works (of which The Memoirs of James Hardy Vaux is the classic example) and, on the other hand, the relatively recent assessments of the lives of colonial figure-heads. This middle ground is peopled by clerks and artisans without whose commitment and expertise the infrastructure of colonial administration, fragile and corrupt as it was, could simply not have existed. It is time to examine the men and women on whom the limelight only flickered. Looking through their eyes, the interpretation of history can be enriched and explained.




    Analysis and adventure need not be at loggerheads. The reader will discover a fast-moving drama ending in mysterious death. Croaker was not a boring man, and if this book can be a lively read, it will be doing him no disservice.


  




  

    
1 Birth, Beer and Banking




    

      Kent, in the commentaries of Caesar writ,




      Is termed the civillest place of all this isle.1


    




    These lines of Shakespeare suggest that Julius Caesar would have been very disappointed with the leading character of the story about to unfold. John Croaker can be cast in more than one light, and the shadier side of his character has produced most of the documentation. Yet his erratic career helped introduce reliable book-keeping methods to an infant Australia. Sir Walter Scott also produced a couplet about men of Kent, in which he acknowledged their attraction to women.2 Perhaps Croaker conforms better with this last appraisal, although not for Scott’s reasons. But if he fails, in sum, to meet the ideals and standards of classical literature, the far-flung adventures of his brief career suggest a story-line worthy of popular fiction.




    There are still unresolved episodes in Croaker’s life—not least how he came to lose it—and the difficulties begin with his name. Most English surnames lend themselves to a variable form, but the problem is rarely so convoluted. Historically, there is no difference between Croaker, Croker, Crocker and Craker.3 These are variants of one habitation name deriving from Calvados in Normandy, whence the French Crèvecoeur (i.e. heart-breaker) became anglicised initially as Crawcour. Some analysts see an alternative origin in an occupation name deriving from the Old English word crocca, meaning an earthenware pot; hence a Crocker was a potter. Although the names Crocker and Croker are the commonest variants, the International Genealogical Index, which has some authority in these matters, muddies the waters still further by treating Croker and Crocker as main surnames, but Croaker as a variant of Crocher.




    As Croaker’s father, also called John, was illiterate, it is impossible to establish which of these names was usually associated with his more distant forebears. The spelling of the name is known only from the handwriting of others, notably the local parson whose phonetic interpretation of the spoken word, more often than not, was Croker. But other sources, like rates and tax records, are a catalogue of inconsistency, and what was Croaker to one assessor was Croker to the next. This book, for the sake of uniformity, treats the name as Croaker once the discussion of variants has been completed, and it was probably John Croaker himself who established that spelling. As for the family’s origins, there is little evidence of any substantial Kentish colony of Crokers or Croakers, other than the one being discussed, although the name occurs fitfully in the west of the county.




    A glimpse of earlier roots is often suggested by the middle forenames of children. John Croaker junior’s eldest son was baptised John Wilkinson, and the second Thomas Lawrence Pennel. As one John Wilkinson was a witness at Croaker’s wedding, it seems reasonable to assume that the Wilkinsons were family.4 As there is no evidence of the name in the fairly-well documented pedigree of Croaker’s wife, it seems likely that his mother, whose name is cast as both Ellenor and Eleanor (perhaps evidence of illiteracy on her part as well), was born Wilkinson. But no marriage of an Eleanor Wilkinson to a John Croker or Croaker has been traced. More problematical are the names Thomas Lawrence Pennel, and it will be better to discuss them at a later stage; suffice it to say at the moment that none of these names appears to mark evidence of kinship.




    The earliest documentary reference to our Croaker family is the baptism of John Croaker’s brother, Henry Croaker, in the parish of St Dunstan’s, Canterbury, on 30 July 1786.5 There, over the next fourteen years, another six children of John and Eleanor were born, and John Croaker, the subject of this book, was the second child and son, baptised on 9 March 1788. His parents were to spend the rest of their working lives in the parish. At that time St Dunstan’s was, as it remains today, a vibrant and handsome suburb.6 Because it lay outside the walls it was not, administratively, a part of Canterbury, but was a focus of development as the city outgrew its perimeter. The hub of the parish was St Dunstan’s Street, now bisected by a railway line, stretching a quarter of a mile from the bastion of Westgate to the division of roads to London and Whitstable. Both these routes were of strategic importance to Canterbury. They were lifelines to London and navigable water. With a population of 10 000, Canterbury was still a fair-sized city, foremost in Britain in religious importance, and fulfilling administrative and military roles. But its commerce was in decline. The textile and silk trades had lost out to other parts of England, although Canterbury muslins, a mixture of cotton and silk, were still popular, and the city had busy markets every Wednesday and Saturday7 London was 56 miles away by turnpike road, but the most cost-effective communication with the capital was via the port of Whitstable, six miles to the north.
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      John Croaker’s immediate family


    




    At his parents’ home in St Dunstan’s Street the young John Croaker would often have been woken, at four in the morning, by the stumbling rattle of the Dover mail, making its way to the Fountain inn after the nine-hour sprint from London. Perhaps he stayed up some nights to watch the colourful return coach, bustling westward with fresh horses. On Saturdays, no doubt, he marvelled at the heavy wagons lurching to Whitstable, where sailing boats known as hoys exchanged London hardware for Kentish cloth and produce, and waited for the turn of the tide. At 2s 6d for the voyage, against 18 shillings by land,8 there were many foot passengers prepared to brave the fogs and storms of the Thames estuary, squashed and soaked on the shelterless deck. And all day, every day, the carts, the diligences, the carriers’ wagons, the soldiers, the pedlars, and the penniless, passed his door to and from Faversham, Sittingbourne, and the Medway towns.
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      Places in Kent relevant to the Croaker story
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      St Dunstan’s parish in relation to the walled city of Canterbury


    




    Elsewhere in St Dunstan’s Street, Croaker must have seen things which turned many another child into a wiser adult. The street contained the gaol for the eastern division of the county, and the Westgate itself was the city prison for both debtors and criminals. A few years earlier, prisoners had been allowed out to a grille, to ‘discourse with passengers, receive their alms, and warn them . . . to manage their liberty . . . to the best advantage’.9 At the other end of the street was a more subtle salutary influence in the form of the parish church, famous for the tombs of William and Margaret Roper. William had been the biographer of Sir Thomas More, the famous Lord Chancellor (converted from knight to saint in 1935) who had the temerity to stand up to King Henry VIII and paid the ultimate penalty in 1535. Margaret Roper had been More’s daughter. She caught her father’s rotting head, tossed to her by its guardian on London Bridge where it had been impaled for a month, and preserved the remains in spices until her death. The skull was then buried in St Dunstan’s church.10




    Across the road, a few yards towards Westgate, still stands the Tudor gateway, one of the many and venerated attractions of this historic city, which led to what was once the Ropers’ mansion. The site of the house became occupied by a large brewery. There survives to this day, alongside the gateway, the remains of its business, which ceased in 1929.11 The main relic is a tall, red-brick block, dated 1866 on a keystone, and made slightly less bleak by some blind arcading at the highest level. Just beside it, hard against the old gateway, is an equally tall building with 1776 and several initials incised in the brickwork at eye level. Here, or very near here, worked John Croaker, senior, whose son of the same forename was to be influenced for life by the brewery’s heady mélange of sounds and smells. Established by John Abbott, it was not the first commercial brewery in Canterbury, nor was it the largest.12 But soon it was to have a notoriety.




    Abbott was born on the Isle of Thanet about 1745.13 He came from a landed family but had only a ‘confined’ education—certainly not at the King’s School, Canterbury, where most of the established or aspiring middle classes sent their sons. In the early 1780s he decided that farming was not in his line and moved with a large and growing family to St Dunstan’s, to set up as a brewer. At roughly, or even exactly, the same time, he took John Croaker senior into his brewery: Croaker’s death notice in 1821 stated he had been 36 years in Abbott’s service.14 How the two men came to know each other has proved impossible to establish, but it was no half-hearted arrangement. As Croaker was not, apparently, a St Dunstan’s man, and he was illiterate, he would have needed a settlement certificate to live there. No such certificate can be traced.15 The presumption is that Abbott gave an undertaking that his servant, and his servant’s family, would not become a charge on the parish.




    Abbott became very well connected socially, which was to make his ultimate disgrace the more wretched. He was a magistrate, a friend of the Dean of Canterbury and of members of parliament. He made himself a freeman of the city by redemption (in other words, purchase) in 1789, and at one point his contribution to the poor rate of St Dunstan’s was a third of the total levy.16 The brewery house was large, and needed to be, as the Abbotts had five sons and four daughters. Some of the sons were educated at the King’s School, and the second eldest, also called John, joined his father in the business.17 The Abbotts had two public houses in St Dunstan’s and paid land tax on several other properties which were residential, and presumably occupied by their employees.18 One of these, in 1798, changed hands from ‘Brenchley’ to ‘Croaker’. As it was rated at 8 shillings, and most small dwelling-houses in the parish (including Abbott’s other ones) were rated at 4 shillings, it was either a cottage of moderate size, or one not divided into two tenements. The fact that the Croakers had escaped mention in assessments over the previous thirteen years can be attributed to one of two reasons: either they lived in the brewery house proper, perhaps in the attics, or they were not the main tenants in a divided cottage. The second alternative seems more likely.




    The growth of the Croaker family group had been marred by deaths. By 1798 four sons and two daughters had been born, but one son (William) and one daughter (Charlotte) had not survived infancy. Another daughter was born in 1800, so the Croaker parents entered the 19th century with boys of 14 (Henry), 12 (John), and 10 (James), a girl of 4 (Sarah) and a newly-born baby girl (Mary). They must have been falling over each other in the cottage, although such conditions were by no means unusual for the period. Where the young Croakers were educated is unknown, as their childhood lay in the obscure period before the National Society, founded in 1811, established a school for poor children in most populous parishes. Canterbury was certainly well endowed with charity schools, of which the Blue Coat School and the Eastbridge Hospital were the best known.19 It is possible that the Croaker children could have been ‘poor’ enough for admission to one of these schools, but as St Dunstan’s was outside the city walls, they would have found it difficult to qualify. The educational system within St Dunstan’s was no doubt run also on a charitable basis, but without the formalised structure of a landed endowment, created by a benefactor’s will, such as existed within the city. There was an elementary school in St Dunstan’s Street at some stage after the move of the county gaol to another part of the city, but John Croaker is unlikely to have attended.20 There was also a central school in the city, run by ‘The Society for the Education of the Poor, throughout the Diocese of Canterbury’, but this was established after Croaker’s primary education would have finished.21




    The Croaker children, other than John, seem to have achieved no academic distinction. For Henry and Sarah, there is no historical trail; Mary was later to compound the family ignominy by giving birth to an illegitimate son;22 James was apprenticed in 1803 to a Canterbury tinsmith and brazier called John Fisher, which opened one doorway to being a freeman of the city23 Fisher remains in focus throughout the 1820s, but his apprentice fades from view. As for John Croaker, however, wherever he received his elementary schooling, he must have developed as a literate and numerate young man or his career would never have begun. In 1808, at the age of about 20, he gained employment as a clerk in a new banking-house at Ramsgate run by John Garrett.24 This was a monumental achievement for a young man with his background, and prompts questions about recruitment into banking in East Kent, and about the training or patronage which Croaker needed to gain admission. He fell well short of the criteria mentioned by J. W. Gilbart, the patriarch of Victorian banking: ‘Candidates for the office of bank clerks are usually the sons of the middle class of tradesmen, or of professional men, as clergymen, officers in the army or navy, or persons in the service of Government’.25 Gilbart noted that during the Napoleonic wars, when sons of gentlemen were recruited to national duties, sons of tradesmen were rather more in evidence. He recognised advantages and disadvantages in each class. Sons of gentlemen were more literate and courteous, but their minds were often elsewhere, in country pursuits, and the dull routine of banking was rather beneath them. Tradesmen’s sons, on the other hand, were better acquainted with the world of business and knew the importance of earning a living. Croaker’s father was not even a tradesman, and his son seems further distanced from the prospect of a job in banking by Gilbart’s concern for the ‘religious and virtuous’ qualities required in an applicant’s parents.26 He wrote about ‘moral principle’ and the need for ‘excellence at home’. Future events were to prove that John Croaker senior was not the paragon of propriety whom Gilbart demanded.




    The age at which a bank clerk was recruited was identified by Gilbart as ‘usually about nineteen’, at least in London, although younger in country areas.27 He thought ‘two or three years in a merchant’s counting-house’ was the best preparation for a banking career, as a boy just out of school was unproven and unworldly. Curiously, he made no reference to the wider aspects of recruitment, which often entailed articles of apprenticeship, and invariably a surety for good conduct. Enough deeds survive from Croaker’s period to indicate that a bank clerk was in much the same relationship to his employer as was an apprentice to a manual trade, and was bound for between four and seven years.28 The typical declaration—‘his master faithfully to serve, his secrets to keep, his lawful commands everywhere gladly to do’—transcended all county boundaries and most lines of business. An abstemious life style, sleeping on the premises, avoiding such stated diversions as marriage, fornication and gambling, and the frequenting of inns and playhouses, was invariably demanded. How far the average apprentice obeyed these requirements is a moot point, as the words of ‘The Lincolnshire Poacher’ bear melodious testimony.29 But bankers were at the strict end of the spectrum of tolerance. Sir William Forbes, an eminent Scottish banker of the late 18th century, lamented that he had slept only one night out of the Edinburgh banking-house of his masters in over six years of apprenticeship.30




    As Croakers job with Garrett lasted some three years, less than the minimum period of apprenticeship, it can be concluded that he had already served a period of more or less formal training elsewhere, say from the age of sixteen. The fact that he is omitted (in contrast to his brother James) from recorded lists of apprentices in Kent and London, does not by itself mean he had no formal apprenticeship, as lists are not comprehensive.31 But it is perhaps more likely that his preliminary training was of a less formal nature, either in another bank or in the counting-house of a brewer or merchant, where he would have assisted with the book-keeping. In all this period the altruistic hand of John Abbott, the brewer, can be pictured guiding the young Croaker towards a brighter, richer future in the life style of the middle classes. He might even have trained Croaker himself. Without him the gulf between a cottage in St Dunstan’s and the banking-house in Ramsgate was simply unbridgeable. Social considerations aside, a patron was needed to find the inevitable surety necessary for Croaker’s good conduct. Sums between £250 and £1000 were normal, usually in the form of a bond entered into by the clerk’s father, sometimes in combination with other relatives. The illiteracy of Croaker’s father did not necessarily mean he was penniless, nor did it disbar him from such a bond, validated by a witnessed cross, but Garrett would have sought comfort in the legible signature of Abbott.




    The assumption of an understanding between Abbott and Garrett rests partly on the belief that the two men were well known to each other. Both hailed from St Lawrence-in-Thanet (now Ramsgate), and their landed families would have been acquainted over several generations. The Garretts were more elevated in social circles,32 but Abbott’s stock was rising among the Establishment in Canterbury, especially the clergy. However, other relationships and combinations can be suggested, and Garrett may have accepted Croaker following a specifically banker-to-banker understanding. But even if he did, it must have been Abbott who first introduced Croaker, by one means or another, to the private side of the counter.




    There were two main banking firms in Canterbury at this time:33 the earlier and main one, with origins in the hop trade, was The Canterbury Bank of Gipps, Simmons & Gipps, founded in 1788, which became Payler, Hammond, Simmons & Gipps in 1800. For most of the 19th century it was known simply as Hammond’s Bank, as other partners faded from prominence. Ledgers have survived, revealing that Abbott was not a customer, so there is no reason to suppose young Croaker was taken on there, even if Abbott had thought it worth while to approach the partners. Established very soon afterwards, however, was The Canterbury Union Bank, of which the principals were Baker, Denne, Kingsford, Wigsell and Kingsford. Both these banks had connections with brewing. The former had the main account of the largest Canterbury brewery, that of Flint & Co. in Sturry Street, to whom they lent £7100; but Flints also held £1000 advanced by John Baker of the rival bank, and the Kingsfords were soon to join them in the brewing business.34 As John Baker also had substantial interests in St Dunstan’s, a banking link with Abbott is a very strong possibility. It is therefore arguable that, about 1804, Abbott introduced Croaker to Baker, who taught him the rudiments of banking (or got him accounting experience in Flints brewery), and that Baker and Abbott together were able to persuade Garrett, four years later, to give Croaker a clerkship. Abbott remains the best source for the inevitable surety.




    Croaker’s disastrous career was to highlight the fragility of a country banking system which was under-capitalised, often incautious, and frequently over-exposed to its own paper money.35 A person could become a banker almost by accident, and by many routes. Perhaps he had an established commercial business which had generated surplus capital which might be lent out at interest. Or, conversely, he sought to attract capital for his business by accepting deposits, on which he paid interest; or maybe he allowed credit to his customers, even beyond the limits normally extended by the bill of exchange. There was also a route into banking by the professions: solicitors often organised mortgages and gave financial advice, and those who remitted money to some central repository might use it on their own account in the interval between transfers to London. The unifying characteristic of these country banks— by a restriction which was to last until 1826—was that the number of partners could be no more than six.36 The only joint-stock bank which could lawfully operate before then, south of the Scottish border, was the Bank of England. There thus arose, across the length and breadth of England and Wales, a plethora of small banking firms seeking to finance and service the Industrial Revolution in its manifold aspects, as well as meeting the needs of corporations, institutions, and the rich.




    While sharing the broad characteristics of the system at large, the bankers in East Kent were also, in a sense, in a world of their own. The geography of Kent robbed them of steady intercourse with professionals in other counties, a phenomenon only shared by bankers in West Cornwall. But Kent was on the doorstep of London, and through its fertile fields, hop grounds, and laden orchards passed most of the travellers to France and the rest of Europe. Such international activity, coupled with the natural fecundity of the county traditionally called ‘the Garden of England’, led to a cluster of banks disproportionately dense for the size of the area. In 1797 there were 253 private banking firms in all the country, including Scotland (but excluding London), and in England and Wales alone there were some fifty counties.37 Yet in East Kent there were no fewer than ten banks: The Canterbury, and Canterbury Union, Banks, which have already been mentioned; Jemmet & Co. at Ashford; Fector & Minet, and Latham & Co. at Dover; Oakley at Deal; Harvey & Co. at Sandwich; Austin & Co. at Ramsgate; Cobb & Co. at Margate; and Bennett & Co. at Faversham. Furthermore, the whole scene was in constant flux, with partners changing, banks closing, and new banks beginning.




    The leading bank of this group was Cobbs at Margate. Founded by Francis Cobb in 1785, the firm is an example of the classic connection between banking and brewing, the former evolving naturally from the profits of the latter, and from the powerful reputation of its proprietors.38 Because Margate was part of Dover Cinque Port, the Cobbs held the post of Deputy to the Mayor of Dover, and a succession of civic responsibilities, passing from father to son, led to nothing less than a dynasty. Distinction led to business, and the Cobbs were soon supplementing their banking and brewing by running agencies in shipping, salvage and insurance, while acting as vice-consuls for many European countries.39 Without one strong firm at its centre, the whole network of East Kent banks was in danger of progressive collapse from a ‘run’, like a line of tottering dominoes. The art of prudential banking was to keep enough funds liquid to meet a panic, while ensuring that the rest of the capital was earning money.




    The day-to-day business of the East Kent banks included the acceptance of money on deposit, the granting of loans and mortgages, the issue of banknotes, and the discounting of bills of exchange. It was the banknotes and bills which were to bring Croaker to grief. A bill of exchange worked something like a modern cheque, but with an in-built facility for credit. Let us suppose a corn chandler was selling grain to a miller. While this was being delivered, the chandler sent his bill to the miller, payable in, say, three months. The miller accepted the bill by signing it, and passed it back to the chandler, who then had three options: he could keep it in his bill box for three months and then claim the money; he could endorse it and pass it on elsewhere, perhaps to one of his own creditors, who would regard it as ‘money’ if he knew and trusted the acceptor (that is, the miller); or he could take it to a banker who would discount it for a fee. In other words, the banker would pay the chandler rather less than the face value of the bill, and he himself (or anyone else who acquired the bill) would claim the full amount from the miller when the bill matured. The economy of the Industrial Revolution was geared to the drawing, acceptance, discounting and honouring of bills of exchange. It was a handy short-term, self-liquidating instalment of credit, with the potential to make the holder some fast money.40 A variant of this document, known as the accommodation bill, will be shown later to have caused Croaker’s conviction.




    As for banknotes, these were technically promissory notes, because the issuer promised the bearer that the stated sum would be redeemed as money of real value—that is to say, gold or silver. Banknotes gave a ready form of remittance within an area coterminous with trust in the issuer. One of the interesting aspects of East Kent, where travellers often wanted gold to take to the Continent, is that the banks all agreed to honour each other’s paper; couriers went to and fro between the towns carrying redeemed banknotes, fastened to little messages like: ‘We shall esteem ourselves much obliged by your doing the needful with the enclosed . . . ’.41 The ‘needful’ was the cancellation of the notes, as they had been redeemed in another town, and the posting of an entry in the issuing bank’s ledger to the credit of the bank which had paid out. It was hoped that discrepancies in payments between the banks would, over the year, even out, or an exchange of gold would be needed to square the books. Each bank was affiliated to a London banking-house, where the agent could pay against its correspondent’s banknotes, receive and arrange credits, and buy stock for the country bank’s partners and customers.




    To understand the background to Croaker’s trial, the reader must be aware of how easily an imprudent banker could be ruined. The classic danger for a bank was to issue notes beyond its ability to honour them. Every rumour of insecurity in a public house or market place could degenerate into panic: holders of banknotes could demand real money, and the Bank of England was no more immune to these scares than the country banks. Hence the Suspension of Cash Payments in 1797 when the Bank, instructed by a Government under pressure in the French Wars, refused to honour its printed promise.42 If a run got out of control, a banker stood to lose not only his business but his house and estate, as there was no principle of limited liability in English country banking in those formative years.43 In the folklore of banking, stories abound of ingenious deceptions to restore calm, like sacks of—to all appearances— gold sovereigns which held nothing beneath but meal.44 Or men were ‘planted’ in the bank queue who withdrew some gold, raced round to the back of the bank to give it in again, and then rejoined the throng, clogging up the process until others lost patience and went away. It was the mass banking failures of 1825, in which some ninety firms collapsed, which led to a change in the law to allow joint-stock banks to be founded locally, subject to various restraints in favour of the Bank of England.45




    When Croaker joined Garrett’s bank in 1808, certain assumptions can be made about his duties. He was not the managing clerk, and land tax returns for Ramsgate, under Garrett’s heading, suggest that Croaker’s immediate superiors were John Constable and Richard Blaxland.46 In other words, Croaker was the junior, and much of his time would have been spent posting up the ledgers and cash-books. Day-to-day transactions of banking were recorded roughly in waste books, and it was for Croaker to fair-copy the details to the satisfaction of his bosses. At intervals, the books were ‘called-over’, which meant that the two senior clerks would have checked and ticked entries in one book against corresponding entries in another. It is important, in view of Croaker’s subsequent career, to state that his book-keeping was double-entry. This method, sometimes known as the Italian system, will be discussed more fully in chapter 6. The acceptance of this principle in English banking is of such antiquity that the textbooks of the 19th century simply took it for granted. Perhaps the first banking theorist was Thomas Joplin, writing in 1827, who merely referred to ‘the common mode of book-keeping by double entry’, with no attempt to argue its case—as he did for other banking procedures.47 The prevalence of the system can be proved, quite simply, by an examination of surviving ledgers from banking-houses which traded in the late 18th century. Typical of these firms were The Canterbury Bank, and Cobb & Co. of Margate, whose double-entry ledgers have survived from 1788 in the first case, and 1802 in the second.48 In view of the interwoven relationship between the East Kent banks, there can be no reason to doubt that their book-keeping methods were compatible.




    As Croaker entered service at Ramsgate beyond the age of a raw apprentice, it is probable that his previous training had included instruction in double-entry. This has some slight bearing on the speculation as to where this training might have been, a point discussed above. Perhaps the balance is tilted slightly in favour of another bank, rather than a merchant’s counting-house, as it must be doubtful whether a merchant, in a relatively small way of business, would have bothered with double-entry accounting. If that thought is translated to the context of brewing, then Flint & Co., with their twelve tied houses, probably found it worth while, whereas Abbott, with perhaps only two, did not. Another possibility altogether is that Croaker was taught to keep accounts at wherever he was educated. It was by no means uncommon for charity schools to teach accounting methods, and the Eastbridge Hospital at Canterbury was one of them.49 Also, a nearby private school, Elham Academy, took boys between 13 and 15 years old to qualify ‘them for most respectable commercial pursuits’ within two years.50 There was no shortage in bookshops generally of manuals for the amateur enthusiast.51




    While Croaker settles in at Ramsgate, tots up his balances, and widens his experience, it is time to head back to Canterbury and trace the early years of Susannah Kidder Kemp, whom he was destined to marry.
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